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Abstract 
 This project analyzes the ways in which western feminist movements can be a mechanism in 
favour of homogenizing all women struggle under a single definition without taking into account 
other existing factors social, cultural or economic background of these women. For this matter, two 
feminist movements, that have emerged in different contexts are used. These are the sextremist 
group FEMEN and the Islamic feminist movement. The theoretical framework  allows to analyse 
the relations of power between these two in the terms of Stuart Hall and Michel Foucault, and their 
ideas regarding the process of representation and discourses. As a conclusion it is argued that, 
because of the homogenizing and exclusivist nature of its practices,  FEMEN’s representation of a 
universal category of a liberated woman lead to an unequal relation of power among different 
women.  
          
    
     
          
    
     
      
    
   
    
Summary 
Resumé (DK) 
 Formålet med dette projekt er at undersøge effekterne af brugen af videnskabelige teorier 
uden for den konkrete kontekst de er opstået i, nærmere bestemt brugen af vestlige teorier i en ikke-
vestlig sammenhæng. Projektet fokuserer på den selvudnævnte feministiske gruppe FEMEN, deres 
intentioner om at mobilisere muslimske kvinder i kampen for ligestilling, og brugen af nøgenhed 
som symbol på frigørelse. Som baggrund for projektet præsenteres først en historisk gennemgang af 
vestlig feminisme efterfulgt af en redegørelse for Islamisk feminisme som bevægelse.  
 Af de teorier der bliver anvendt omhandler den ene kroppen som symbol, og hvordan dette 
symbol har udviklet og forandret sig over tid. Denne anvendes for at forstå hvordan kroppen kan 
blive brugt af FEMEN som redskab for frigørelse. Der ud over anvendes Stuart Hall og hans teori 
om Repræsentation, for forstå FEMENs definition af dem selv, og hvordan muslimske kvinder 
repræsenteres. Der gøres også brug af Michael Foucault og hans arbejde omkring diskurser samt 
begreberne ‘Truth’ og ‘Power’. Dette gøres med det formål at analysere FEMEN og det sprog de 
anvender i omtalen af muslimske kvinder, som tilsyneladende er bygget på stereotype forestillinger 
baseret på fortiden. Desuden anvendes Foucault til at analyserer de diskurser FEMEN anvender 
omkring kroppen som det eneste rigtige redskab i kampen mod patriarkatet, samt til komme med en 
teoretisk forklaring på hvordan disse diskurser konstrueres og  omdannes til sandheder.  
 Analysen er struktureret omkring de følgende tre spørgsmål: 1) Hvordan kan FEMENs 
repræsentation af kvindekamp blive set som homogeniserende? 2) Hvordan FEMENs diskurser 
omkring kvindekroppen blive set som ekskluderende for andre grupper som ikke deler de samme 
idealer? 3) Hvordan er FEMENs repræsentationen af “den undertrykte” muslimske kvinde med til 
at forstærke antagelser omkring Islamiske samfund? Konklusionen på analysen forklare hvordan 
FEMENs intentioner om at ‘redde’ disse undertrykte kvinder er med til at skabe spændinger mellem 
forskellige grupper af kvinder og derudover er med til at fastholde magtrelationer mellem disse 
grupper.  
Resumen (ES) 
 El objetivo de este proyecto es examinar los efectos que tiene la utilización de teorías en 
contextos distintos que en aquellos en las que surgieron. Concretamente, en la utilización del 
feminismo fuera de Occidente. Este proyecto se ha concentrado en el autoproclamado grupo 
feminista FEMEN, y en su intención de movilizar a mujeres musulmanas en contra de la 
desigualdad de género, usando la desnudez como símbolo de libertad. Para ello, la historia del 
feminismo en Occidente y sus diferentes olas han sido presentadas en primer lugar. Seguidamente, 
se ha estudiado el origen y estado del movimiento conocido como feminismo islámico. 
 Una de las teorías utilizadas para la realización de este proyecto es aquella relacionada con 
la transformación del simbolismo del cuerpo. Esto ha ayudado a entender el porqué del empeño en 
usar el cuerpo como un instrumento de liberación por parte de FEMEN. Las teorías sobre 
representación basadas en los trabajos de Stuart Hall han contribuido a comprender la manera en la 
que FEMEN se define a sí mismo y en la que la mujer musulmana está siendo representada. 
Michael Foucault y sus nociones sobre los discursos y otros conceptos como ‘el saber’ y ‘el poder’ 
han sido de utilidad en análisis del lenguaje que FEMEN usa al hablar de las mujeres musulmanas, 
que parece estar basado en estereotipos creados en el pasado. Foucault también ha ayudado a 
analizar el discurso usado por FEMEN al hablar del cuerpo como la única herramienta útil para 
luchar contra el patriarcado. A través de estos discursos, una verdad ha sido construida y difama. 
Foucault proporciona una explicación teórica de cómo esto sucede. 
 El análisis está estructurado en torno a tres preguntas. Estas son: 1) ¿Cómo puede la 
representación de las mujeres bajo una misma categoría ser vista como una manera de 
homogeneizar sus problemas? 2) ¿Podrían los discursos de FEMEN sobre el cuerpo femenino 
excluir a grupos que no comparten los mismos ideales? Y 3) ¿Cómo la asunción de que las mujeres 
musulmanas viven oprimidas puede reforzar los estereotipos existentes sobre la imagen del Islam? 
El análisis concluye explicando como la intención de FEMEN de ‘salvar’ a las mujeres oprimidas 
crea tensiones entre los diferentes grupos de mujeres y, además, mantiene relaciones de poder entre 
Oriente y Occidente que parecen ser contra productivas cuando se intenta luchar en contra del 
patriarcado.
Motivation 2                                                                                                                     
Problem Statement 3                                                                                                       
Problem Formulation 3                                                                                                  
Research Questions 3                                                                                                      
Introduction 5                                                                                                                  
Terminology and Case of Study 7                                                                                  
Terminology 7                                                                                                                                            
Case of Study: FEMEN 7                                                                                                                          
Contextualization 9                                                                                                         
Feminism: a historical overview 9                                                                                                             
Islamic Feminism 12                                                                                                                                  
Theory 15                                                                                                                         
Theoretical Perspectives on the Body 15                                                                                                   
The Study of Representation 18                                                                                                                 
Discourses, Knowledge, Power and the Body 21                                                                                      
Methods 25                                                                                                                       
Reflections on methodology 28                                                                                      
Analysis 30                                                                                                                       
Branding Feminism: An Analysis of FEMEN’s Homogenizing Practices 30                                           
Colonizing Concepts: An Analysis of the Representation and Discourses of the Female Body 33          
Reinforcing Difference: An Analysis of FEMEN’s Idea of Oppression 35                                               
Conclusion of the Analysis 38                                                                                                                   
Conclusion  39                                                                                                                 
Reference list 42                                                                                                              
Books 42                                                                                                                                                    
Online sources 42                                                                                                                                       
Bibliography 45                                                                                                               
Books 45                                                                                                                                                    
Online sources 45                                                                                                                                      
 1
Motivation 
  
 The whole idea of a universal, all incorporating theory, and the problems this seems to bring 
with it, caught our attention. Being critical of these kinds of notions is a central part of Cultural 
Studies, thus we decided to explore the effects of feminism being such a theory. FEMEN has been 
at the centre of this project because we believe it can be regarded as an example of a western 
feminist movement that fails to incorporate or take into account other aspects of women’s struggle 
for equality, such as race, ethnic, religious or economic background. After exploring the FEMEN 
manifesto and articles, it was possible to demonstrate how FEMEN has a strong position in regards 
to religion, and especially in regards to Islam. Even though they declare themselves against any 
form of religion, since they perceive religious institutions as mechanisms that work in favour of 
patriarchy, it is possible to see that the most targeted religion from part of FEMEN has indeed been 
the Muslim one. This caught our attention because FEMEN is not the only organization that has 
done that. In the past, Islam has been by far the most targeted religion, especially for its gender 
practices (Moghissi, 1999:13). Through this project we will not argue in favour of Islamic societies, 
and we do not deny that gender inequality is present in Islamic societies, as well as in other 
societies. Nonetheless, we believe that gender inequality is not a situation that can be faced in an 
Islamic context in the same way that it is faced in a western one. 
  
 Many western movements have made the mistaken assumption of relating religion to gender 
inequality (Hoodfar, 1993:8-9). Some suggest that the gender inequality in the region occurs 
because of gender-biased interpretations of the Qur'an. It is a question that has been debated for a 
long time and both Muslims and secularist now take this stand on the influence of Islam and the 
Qur'an on women's conditions (Moghissi, 1999:130). FEMEN disregards this possibility when 
affirming that religion and feminism are not compatible and has therefore clashed with other groups 
who defend other ways of “doing” feminism, without undermining the existing differences among 
women. 
 An exemplification of this clash has been FEMEN’s involvement in the debate surrounding 
the use of the veil, which concluded in the declaration of the “International Topless Jihad Day,” held 
on April the 4th. The “International Topless Jihad Day” came as a reaction to the attack on a 
Tunisian student called Amina Sboui, after showing her support to FEMEN by posting topless 
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pictures of herself on the internet (Gordts, 2013). FEMEN mobilized their members to demonstrate 
in front of different Tunisian Embassies in several European cities, aiming to show their support to 
Amina Sboui (ibid). However, Amina Sboui did not support this mobilization since she accused it of 
being Islamophobic. The reason for this accusation was that FEMEN was openly declaring 
themselves against Islam through the burning of the islamic Tawhid flag (symbolizing the oneness 
of god). These actions were seen as lacking respect for religion, not only in Sboui’s eyes, but in the 
eyes of Muslims around the world (AFP, 2013). Thus, the motivation behind this project is to 
enquire how the universalizing nature of western feminist movements such as FEMEN are not only 
appropriating the struggles of other women, but undermining at the same time the diversity among 
these women and even, sometimes, showing a lack of understanding for their problems. 
Problem Statement 
A study of how FEMEN’s idea of feminism and its representation has a polarizing effect on 
relations of power between women, which can not result in a “Universal Sisterhood” of women. 
Problem Formulation 
How can FEMEN’s representation of a universal category of a liberated woman lead to an unequal 
relation of power among different women? 
Research Questions 
• How has the evolution of feminist theory changed or shaped the conceptions and ideas of 
women as a category?  
• How have the discourses surrounding the body turned it into a political tool and a site of 
struggle? 
• How can FEMEN’ s representations of the struggle of women be seen as homogenizing 
practices?  
• How are FEMEN’s discourses about the female body excluding other groups who do not share 
the same ideals? 
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• How is the representation of “oppressed” Muslim women by FEMEN reinforcing assumptions 
regarding the image of Islamic communities? 
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Introduction 
 The aim of this project is, in general, to examine the effects of the implementation of 
theories in other contexts than the ones where they emerged. More specifically, this project will 
study FEMEN, a self proclaimed feminist movement, and the results of their endeavor to mobilize 
Muslim women to fight for gender equality through the empowerment of their bodies. In order to do 
so, first, a short contextualization is presented, regarding the history of western feminism and its 
different waves. Also, Islamic feminism and a small introduction to its emergence and shape today 
is presented.  
 Hereafter, the chosen theoretical background is introduced. Firstly, this chapter delves with 
the transformation of the ideas regarding the body in western feminism. This is of importance in 
order to understand FEMEN’s roots and notions about the female body, which FEMEN regards as 
an important tool for the fight against inequality. In order to later analyse how FEMEN’s 
representation of itself and the Muslim women can be seen as partly homogenizing practices, Stuart 
Hall’s introduction to the study of representation and its processes is of use.  Michel Foucault and 
his notions regarding ‘discourses’ and other concepts such as ‘power’ and ‘knowledge’ allow to 
look further than just language, as FEMEN uses also some powerful imagery especially regarding 
the female body. Foucault’s ideas regarding ‘power’ provide a theoretical explanation to how, 
through discourses, ‘truth’ can be constructed, therefore it provides this project with the means to 
questioning some of FEMEN’s statements. In this way, the creation of the idea of an “ideal free 
woman” can be analysed. Our methods and reflections on the methodology are presented after.  
 The analysis of the cases is structured around the three last research questions. There are 
three sections, where a small conclusion is presented at the end of each, in which it is attempted to 
answer the questions. These are: 1) how can FEMEN’ s representations of the struggle of women be 
seen as homogenizing practices? 2) how are FEMEN’s discourses about the female body excluding 
other groups who do not share the same ideals? and 3) how is the representation of “oppressed” 
Muslim women by FEMEN reinforcing assumptions regarding the image of Islam and it’s 
followers? Hereafter, the conclusion and answer to the problem formulation is put forth, together 
with some ideas which could further this study.  
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 For the sake of clarity, a section where the different terms and concepts used in this project 
are defined, in combination with an explanation on how they are used hereafter, followed by a short 
introduction to FEMEN and its actions.  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Terminology and Case of Study 
Terminology 
 In order to have a better understanding of this project, some concepts need to be defined. 
Through this report the term Islam and Islamic society or community will be repeatedly used. Islam 
refers to one of the world’s major religions which believes in the existence of a one and only God, 
named Allah. The sacred scripture of Islam and of all Muslims, which are the followers of the 
religion in question, is the Qur’an (Schimmel, 2014). What is referred in this project as an Islamic 
society is a community of people that follows the religion of Islam and that grounds their lifestyle 
on the norms of the Qur’an. Most of the Muslim population of the world resides mostly in the 
African continent, and specially in the Middle East and North African region (IslamiCity). 
However, large Islamic communities are widely spread, and it is of importance to take these into 
account. Thus, when the concepts of Muslim men and women are used through the project, it is to 
refer those men and women who belong to a Muslim communities, either in the regions where 
Muslims suppose the majority of the population, or where the Muslim population is just a minority. 
Another terminology used is Colonialism. Colonialism can be defined as a phenomenon whereby 
some European nations conquered and explored different areas of the world (Webster, 2014). From 
a cultural theory perspective, colonialism could refer to the economic exploitation of the periphery, 
which does not necessarily require direct political or military domination (Kohn, 2014). Following 
this line, it is argued that, from the times of colonization, there have been some practices of 
representation through discourse, which have reproduced a logic of subordination that in many 
cases still endures, even after the independence of the colonies (ibid). Post-colonial theory studies 
these representations and the way that they support existing relations of power (ibid). 
Case of Study: FEMEN 
 The main subject of analysis of this project is FEMEN and its representation of itself and of 
Muslim women. FEMEN has been chosen owing to the fact that it represents itself based on ideas 
put forth by feminists of the second wave, regarding the female body,  and can therefore be seen as 
an example of western feminism. It was also regarded as a good example of a movement which tries 
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to mobilize women from all around the world through statements with universal ideas regarding the 
means used in order to fight gender inequality. 
 FEMEN is an international women’s movement, which emerged in 2008 in Ukraine, with 
the goal of fighting sex tourism (Prymachyk, 2010). From then, it has expanded and more and more 
members from different countries around the world have joined this movement. It is integrated by 
activists which organise and participate in different manifestations protesting against affairs that 
happen in different parts of the world, which they regard as oppressive towards women (FEMEN 
n.d.). One of their trademarks, or “weapons”, as they call it, is the exposure of naked breast in 
public, which they use as a way of catching people’s attention. It is also used as a way of liberating 
women as, according to FEMEN, control over one’s body is the key to fighting sexist oppression 
(FEMEN,n.d.). FEMEN has coined their practices as sextremist, as an aggressive but nonviolent 
way of promoting their goals and obtaining international attention. The manifesto with which 
FEMEN represents itself on it’s official website will be of importance, as it will be part of one of 
the main object of analysis. The main goal of this movement, according to the manifesto, is the “(...) 
complete victory over patriarchy”, and the patriarchal oppression of the woman’s body (ibid). 
FEMEN defines its outlook on the body by stating that “Female nudity, free of patriarchal system, is 
a gravedigger of the system, militant manifesto and sacral symbol of women’s liberation” (FEMEN, 
n.d.).  
 The body, more specifically bare breast painted with slogans, are FEMEN’s symbol. Today 
FEMEN has many branches in different countries pertaining this international organisation(ibid). 
Through its blog, FEMEN reports on the different actions and protests that are carried out (ibid). 
One of the most highlighted targets of this movement is religion, which they see as one of the main 
perpetrators of patriarchy. Therefore, FEMEN insists that any religious institution should be 
separated from the state and should not interfere in the civic, sexual and reproductive lives of 
women (ibid). Departing from these premises, it is possible to see that FEMEN positions itself 
against any law that admonishes women to cover up, which result in the specific rejection and 
campaigning against Islam as a whole. This is so because FEMEN believes that, because Muslim 
women cover up, they are not in control of their own body. It is important to note that what it is 
being criticized in this project is not FEMEN’s goals, nor their means, but the fact that it excludes 
and undermines any other manner used in order to achieve these goals. 
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Contextualization 
 In the following chapter, an overview of feminism will be presented, as well as a 
contextualization of Islamic feminism in order to historicize our cases of study.  
Feminism: a historical overview 
 With the aim to settle this project, it is important to notice that feminism is a controversial 
concept that has different definitions. The question of what feminism consists of is raised everyday 
and it seems that every time it is posed, new definitions appear. Many times these definitions are 
politically or culturally charged, which grounds them to specific perspectives (Offen, 1988:119). It 
is important to make clear that the definition of feminism used through this project is grounded to a 
western perspective, and therefore some other positions and issues around the topic will not be 
explored in depth. From this western perspective, feminism can be defined as a movement that aims 
to put an end to all forms of oppression and that encourages women to occupy position of power 
and control (Elias, 2011:81). Since its beginning, the feminist movement undertook the task to not 
only undermine the binary dichotomy between men and women, but also to re-establish women’s 
image. The rising curve of feminist theory, as a critical ‘school,’ started in the late 1960s. However, 
the women’s suffrage movement, taking place already in the late nineteenth century, can be 
considered as one of the first women’s liberation movements (ibid). The requests of this first 
movement was mainly to allow women to vote and own properties after marriage. The first 
women’s right convention took place in New York in 1848, but it was not until the following 
century that women would gain these rights. In Britain, for example, women did not achieve these 
goals before 1919 (ibid). The way in which women were defined, and the objectives of the feminist 
movements, have changed throughout history. Looking back in time, it is possible to differentiate 
three different waves of feminism (ibid:77), which will be briefly introduced.  
  
 In the late nineteenth century, women were categorized according to the ideas of what was 
feminine. Feminine was a synonym for weak, tender and nurturing. Women were perceived as 
passive and as incapable of making wise decisions or being politically active (Elias, 2011:77). It 
was at this time when women’s rights to vote or of property ownership sounded absurd. The 
women’s suffrage movement marked the beginning of feminism and led to the development of the 
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first wave of feminism, which lasted until around the 1920s and was concerned with the material 
disadvantages of women. At this time, women started to be perceived as feminists - as emancipated 
powerful subjects that aimed for change (ibid). 
  
 Around the mid nineteenth century, a feminist discourse defined women as females, strong 
multi-tasking beings who could breed and take care of their career at the same time. This new 
definition led to the second wave of feminism, which refers mostly to the radical feminism of the 
late 1960s and early 1970s women’s liberation movements (Krolokke and Sorensen, 2006:7). The 
actions of some feminist groups of our time, such as our case of study, the sextremist movement 
FEMEN, can be related to the radicalization of feminism happening during the second wave, in 
which the liberation of the female body played an essential role in the struggle for empowerment. 
Feminists “(...) sought to celebrate the female body as a source of pleasure, fertility and 
empowerment” (Lennon, 2014). From this perspective, the body is proclaimed as a source of power, 
capable of escaping different structures of dominance and submission (ibid). The celebrated image 
of women’s bodies have had significant consequences, consequences that will be studied more in 
depth throughout the project.           
 Second-wave feminism cannot be defined as a single movement, since it included diverse 
groups of women that supported different political positions. These diverse groups, however, shared 
a claim for sisterhood and solidarity among all women (Krolokke and Sorensen, 2006:10). As 
Judith Butler states, feminist theory “(…) has often relied upon the category of woman as a 
universal presupposition of cultural experience” (Butler, 1997:406). In the process of rendering 
female particularity visible and acknowledging the presence and influence of women in the history 
of culture, feminists have provided a visible category, which may or may not represent the 
particular and concrete lives of all women (Butler, 1997:407). This wave of feminism can thus be 
criticized for not taking into account the existing differences among women. Consequently it 
promoted divergences towards more specific movements that criticized the idea of the universal 
sisterhood and accused feminism of being too concerned with ‘white women’ struggles (Krolokke 
and Sorensen:12). Movements like FEMEN hold on to the second wave idea of an existing 
universal sisterhood, which seems to undermine the cultural, racial and class differences that exist 
among women around the world. 
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 The criticism of feminism as a movement that undermined diversity among women led to 
the third wave of feminism, which emerged in the mid-1990s influenced by postcolonial theory. 
Postcolonial theory focuses upon the enduring representations that have reproduced a logic of 
subordination, to which those considered as marginal have been submitted, even after former 
colonies gained independence (Kohn, 2014). According to the postcolonial and transnational 
feminist theorist Chandra Talpade Mohanty, hegemonic western women’s movements have 
appropriated the experiences of other women, clearly pointing out the inherent domination of the 
heterogeneous nature of ‘womanhood’ (Mohanty, 1986:333). The third wave of feminism thus, 
challenges the notion of “universal sisterhood”, spread by the former waves, and tries to embrace 
the ambiguity and diversity among women (Krolokke and Sorensen, 2006:2). This wave has been 
motivated by the need to develop a feminist theory that deconstructs categorical thinking (ibid:17). 
A key figure to this wave of feminism is gender theorist Judith Butler, who fueled new emergent 
movements that take an interest in the intersections of gender and sexuality (ibid:18). Nowadays, 
this wave is referred to as ‘new feminism’, which is characterized by national and international 
activism that seeks to act on violence against women and the overall objectification of the woman’s 
body in the media (ibid). Third-wave feminism is concerned with the effects of globalization on 
women’s struggles, such as the complex redistribution of power. 
  
 According to cultural theorist Stuart Hall, “new forms of globalization” have emerged, 
which are defined both by local and global movements (Hall, 1997:27). These new forms are 
influenced by the changes in what constitutes part of everyday life, such as the presence in many 
households of new technologies and media, for example television and computer. This also results 
in new ways of mass advertising (ibid:27). Because of the presence of new ways of communicating, 
images and ideas can travel much easier across countries and national borders, and at a higher 
speed. In addition to this, they are increasingly better translated, and better understood (ibid:27). 
Thus, western ideas of feminism could be said to have been translated and imposed onto different 
contexts through these globalization processes. That being so, it is possible to observe some local 
reactions, manifested in new forms or brands of feminism that follow specific local or regional 
goals. These processes challenge feminist theory, since they diversify women’s interests and 
perspectives (Krolokke and Sorensen, 2006:19). 
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Islamic Feminism 
 As argued before, there are many challenges for movements that claim to be universal, as 
well as for the third wave feminists that try to include diversity. This is so, because for a feminist 
theory to exists that actually fits everybody, it would be necessary to work from a universal 
definition of ‘women’s rights’ or ‘justice’ that simultaneously acknowledges difference (Krolokke 
and Sorensen, 2006:20). This sounds like a complicated task, and it is indeed. Thus, it seems that 
there are many kinds of feminist movements at the moment. Some of them, as was mentioned 
above, are the ones belonging to the third wave. Others, which emerged during the second wave, are 
either fuelling a global phenomenon where the idea of a universal sisterhood shares exactly the 
same struggles, or working on a regional movement that tries to adapt feminism to local 
characteristics. 
 As a result, new ‘brands’ of feminists have emerged with the aim of representing a specific 
group of women who face some common issues in specific societies. An example of this could be 
‘Islamic feminism’, which can be seen as a brand that articulates women’s experiences in religious 
terms (Moghissi, 1999:125). Because there are many ‘kinds’ of Islam, and different issues related to 
it, the existence of Islamic feminism does sound confusing. The term began to be visible in the 
1990s and is used to identify the faith and practices of those Muslim women who are trying to 
improve their social status and conditions within the boundaries of their religion (ibid:134). Thus, 
Islamic feminism digs into the question of the compatibility of feminism and Islam, and the gender 
based legal frameworks that have evolved in Islamic societies (ibid:126). Two main positions on the 
concept of Islamic feminism are being taken by secular scholars in the Middle East. One group 
rejects the possibility of feminism and Islam coexisting because women’s rights are inherent in 
divine laws, and thus women’s liberalization must start from a de-Islamization of Islamic societies 
(Moghissi, 1999:134). The other group defends feminism within an Islamic framework as the only 
effective strategy for women’s liberation in the region because, outside of the religious framework, 
Muslim women would just become subjected to western women’s claims on feminism (ibid). 
 It is important to notice that Islamic feminism was adopted and pushed mainly by feminists 
and researchers of Muslim background that had to emigrate to, or had been working in, the West 
during the twentieth century (ibid). However, these people, rather than being identified with Islamic 
feminism, have been identified with a movement that advocates equal gender rights and demands 
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women’s access to public life. Because of the fact that these characteristics seem to be at the core of 
western feminism as well, they collectively belong to the feminism movement, whether they are 
believers or nonbelievers (ibid). However, movements that can be categorized as ‘feminist’ have 
existed in the Middle East for many years before. For example, in the late 19th century, some 
Turkish scholars, such as Fatima Aliya and Zeyneb Hanoum, were engaged in the debates about 
women and Islam. These women wanted to prove that Islam was compatible with women’s demand 
for rights (ibid:128). Iranian theologist and public scholar Tahereh Qurrat-ol ‘Ayne is also a good 
example of a pioneer feminist in Muslim society. Already in the mid-1800, she objected to all forms 
of gender confinement and Islam’s gender roles that restricted women’s access to education and 
knowledge (ibid). 
 Women also had a strikingly important role in the various Egyptian nationalist movements 
of the past century, where they demanded women’s right and gender equality. In the past decades, 
expert on women’s right in the Middle East and North Africa Margot Badran took up the task to 
demonstrate that feminist awareness was not an idea imposed by the West, but that it also had 
indigenous roots in Islamic societies themselves (Moghissi, 1999: 129). Badran states that even if 
the term ‘feminism’ was originated in the West, there are many forms and definitions on feminism, 
and every one of them are produced in particular places and are articulated in local terms (Badran, 
2002). It is still possible to find different forms of Islamic feminism, since the situation of Muslim 
women changes from one location to another (ibid). 
 From the 1960s onwards, several social, economic and political developments have fueled 
the rise of what is called Islamic fundamentalism. Islamic Fundamentalism is a movement that 
upholds belief in the strict, literal interpretations of the Qur’an, and uses it as a basis for the 
formulation of a state’s policies (Hinnells, 1995). In a fundamentalist state, the legal code is 
influenced by the Sharia or, namely, the Islamic law (Johnson and Sergie, 2014). Sharia influences 
both personal status and the criminal laws and it is used as a guide to all aspects of a Muslim’s life, 
including its routines and familiar and religious obligations. Since Sharia derives from the Qur’an, 
there are different interpretations of it, some of them very controversial (ibid). These interpretations 
can sometimes involve the justification of cruel punishments as well as the unequal treatment of 
women (ibid). 
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 It was thus from the moment of Islamic fundamentalism’s rise that some feminist women 
faced the need to highlight or emphasize the Islamic character of their practices (ibid:131). This is 
so for two reasons. Women were perceived as the biggest challenge to the fundamentalist movement 
in the Middle East following the 1979 Revolution in Iran (Moghissi, 1999:32). First, women’s 
struggle became a global movement with the publication of The Feminine Mystique (1962) and the 
emergence of the second wave of feminism, which led to the transformation of gender roles in 
modern society, generating a new social awareness of the topic. Second, a widespread liberal 
feminist movement, using the United Nations as a platform, exerted pressure on different 
governments to eliminate gender-based discrimination and address the issues of women’s rights 
(ibid). Under this light, it is important to take into account that feminism was - and has been- 
imposed over some societies where western civil rights were nonexistent and has spread some 
concepts, such as patriarchy and subordination, that have been misrepresented (ibid:132). This is so 
because, for instance, even though there is a particular ‘universal’ balance of power that seems more 
favourable for men, there is no universal patriarchal framework which any feminist movement can 
fight against (Mohanty, 1986:335).  
 An overview of feminism and Islamic feminism has been offer in order to better locate our 
cases of study, as well as to understand from where FEMEN and our criticism of it, through the eyes 
of Islamic feminism, stems from.  
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Theory 
 The theoretical background that will be presented in this chapter will serve as a guide to 
understanding the different elements that shape the problem area being studied in this project. One 
of our case of study, namely the sextremist movement FEMEN, takes as a point of departure in their 
struggles against patriarchy the idea of the body, and how women cannot be free of patriarchal 
control unless their body is free and under their own control. Therefore, an initial focus on the body 
from a feminist perspective is of use for a better comprehension of the roots of FEMEN’s credo. 
This is carried out through a short historical review, in which the transformation of the body, from 
being a source of shame towards being a site of struggle and a political tool for resistance and 
liberation, is examined. It also provides this study with an understanding of how this idea of a 
universal category of woman came to be and its shape in some societies, mostly western.  
 This project argues that FEMEN sees this category as the ideal towards which all women 
should strive, thus it is important to examine this concept, and how FEMEN appropriates it. In this 
way, a ground is laid on which one can analyze how, with this idea of the body in mind, FEMEN 
represents itself and other women in relation to it, and how they represent what control over one’s 
own body looks like. It is therefore an idea used to categorize all other women in their terms, so 
either as free or oppressed. This representation will be examined through the lenses of Stuart Hall 
and Michel Foucault, who engage with both the ideas of representation and discourses. The study of 
representation scrutinizes the processes through which meaning is created through language, and 
this process is furthered and historicized by the concept of discourse and its relation to knowledge 
and power. Furthermore, the cultural body plays an important role in this equation, which is why 
ideas regarding power as a regulator of social conducts will also be examined. This theoretical 
background, applied to our cases, will provide this project with the means to answer the main 
problem of interest. More specifically how FEMEN’s assumptions of an universal category of 
women can lead to an unequal division of power among different women, with the specific case of 
Muslim women as a misrepresented entity. 
  
Theoretical Perspectives on the Body 
 At the center of FEMEN’s discourse, ownership of one’s body is key to the fight of women 
against patriarchy. The body is seen as a source of empowerment (FEMEN,n.d.). Such perspectives 
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on the body can be found to have its roots within western feminist studies. Within feminist theory, 
the study of the body has been a key issue from which very different perspectives and accounts 
have emerged. The origins of most of these studies can be found within western philosophy and 
discussions surrounding the body and mind opposition as well as the nature and culture opposition.   
  
 Within western philosophy, discussions surrounding the body have taken different forms 
throughout time. At different historical moments, new images and associations relating to the body 
have emerged (Bordo, n.d.:3). At times, the body has been regarded as a mere biological object, 
among others. Despite continually variating, there have been constant elements regarding the 
construction of the body. Negative constructions of the body, in which it is represented as deceiver 
and animal, have been common images within western philosophy (ibid). Moreover, it has been 
considered as “(...) the site of our localness in space and time, and thus as an impediment to 
objectivity” (ibid). More importantly, the body has long been conceptualized as opposite to the 
mind. The body and mind opposition is here understood as “(...) practical metaphysics that has been 
deployed and socially embodied in medicine, law, literary and artistic representation (...)” and “ (...) 
the psychological construction of self impersonal relationships” (ibid:8). 
  
 Within feminist theory, the mind and body opposition has been frequently seen as gendered, 
associating it with an opposition between man and woman (Lennon, 2014). As Women’s Studies 
professor Elizabeth Grosz states, “Women are somehow more biological, more corporeal, and more 
natural than men” (Grosz quoted on Lennon, 2014). The body and its negative associations are thus 
connected to women, “and if woman is the body, then women are that negativity, whatever it may 
be” (Bordo, n.d.:4). Early western feminists took upon themselves to move away from such an 
opposition, focusing rather on the rational powers of female mind, while regarding embodiment 
with suspicion. They claimed that reason “was a universal capacity independent of corporeal 
differences” (Lennon, 2014). The body was seen as something separate from the self and over 
which the self had rights (ibid).   
  
 The Second Sex (1949) by French feminist Simone de Beauvoir was essential to the 
feminist theorizing about the relation between the body and the self. Rather that simply looking 
upon the female self, the relationship between body and the self took center stage (Lennon, 2014). 
In her book, Beauvoir explores “(...) the interviewing of the material and the cultural in the 
formations of our embodied selves” (Lennon, 2014). One of her essential claims is that female and 
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male bodies experience the world differently. The body for Beauvoir is to be understood as an “(...) 
active process of embodying certain cultural and historical possibilities” (Butler, 1997:402). In 
order to demonstrate these differences, she first embarks in a review of the data of biology to later 
provide a phenomenology of the body. In this phenomenology of the body, it comes to be a 
historical idea, gaining its “(...) meaning through a concrete and historically mediated expression in 
the world” (Butler, 1997: 402). Within this vision, as Butler states, “‘woman’ is a historical idea and 
not a natural fact” (ibid: 404). As the body becomes a historical situation, it is then influenced by 
conventions within certain cultural constructions, as well as the way that the body is perceived 
culturally(ibid:407). According to Beauvoir, women’s bodies are seen as objects that are lived for 
another’s gaze, this vision having its origin in education and environment, rather than in anatomy. 
As Butler in her analysis of Beauvoir states, to become a ‘woman’ relates  “(...) to compel the body 
to conform to an historical idea of ‘woman’, to induce the body to become a cultural sign, to 
materialize oneself in obedience to an historically delimited possibility, and to do this as a sustained 
and repeated corporeal project” (ibid:404-405). 
  
         What is significant in Beauvoir’s visions of the female body, is that it reflects upon a 
reformulation in the conceptualization of the body as merely a natural product. As body within the 
nature/culture opposition begins to take residence in the cultural side of the equation, the way that it 
is understood is radically transformed. In fact, as  American feminist philosopher Susan Bordo 
argues, “the most powerful reevaluations of the female body have looked, not to nature or biology, 
but to the culturally inspired and historically located body” (Bordo, n.d.:25). The body then gains 
and bears its meaning within a historical mediated expression of the world but also reproduces a 
historical situation (Butler, 1997:403). The female body can be understood as both construction and 
resource (Bordo, n.d.:23). It is a construction in the sense that the body can be understood as “(...) 
an active process of embodying certain historical possibilities,” (Butler, 1997:403). This process, 
scripted by cultural codes, determines the practices and bodily habits of everyday life, and presents 
different models by which the self disciplines and corrects itself (Bordo, n.d.:15). 
 In Butler’s An essay in Phenomenology and feminist theory (1997), it is argued that “(…) 
one does body differently from one’s contemporaries and from one’s embodied predecessors and 
successor as well” (Butler, 1997:404). Discourses surrounding the female body position women 
within specific fields, adhering particular understandings to the production of appropriately 
gendered bodies and well as different aspect relating to bodily identity (Lennon, 2014).  Feminism 
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has “(...) imagined the human body as itself a politically inspired entity, its physiology and 
morphology shaped by histories and practices of containment and control” (Bordo, n.d.:13). The 
body can thus become a site of struggle. In fact, as Butler states “the body is not a self-identical 
lactic materiality; it is a materiality that bears meaning and the manner of this bearing is 
fundamentally dramatic” (Butler, 1997: 404). Within Islamic feminism, the body has been 
considered as a site of struggle and perspectives around the bodies of Muslim women have been 
constructed through different interpretations of the Qur’an and divergent traditions. 
 Nonetheless, the images surrounding the female body can suggest “(...) powerlessness and 
contradiction of female social space in one context, autonomy and freedom in the next” (Bordo, 
n.d.:16). Understanding such conventions of the body is important in order to comprehend FEMEN 
discourse around the female body. By grasping how the body is conceptualized through a restrictive 
model, one has to recognize the dominance that these coercive methods have on the female body, as 
well as in the issue of ownership of that body. Those two issues are argued by FEMEN and are key 
to defending their vision of the body as a tool for the fight against patriarchy. Thus, it becomes a 
resource in the sense that this formulation of it offers a “(...) way to understand how cultural 
convention is embodied and enacted” (Butler, 1997:408). As the body becomes a resource, it also 
paves the way for different approaches to criticizing cultural conventions, while taking the shape of 
a political tool. Some feminist have “(...) as a source of pleasure, fertility and 
empowerment” (Lennon, 2014).   
 Within feminist theory, different critiques of the politics of the body have been developed, 
one that looks at it in terms of representation, while another focuses upon the material body as a site 
for political struggle (Bordo, n.d.:9).  By material here one is making a reference to the body as a 
cultural form. In fact, “(...) whatever roles nature and anatomy and biology, they always interact 
with culture” (Bordo, n.d. 10). Within this project, we will take a look at  representations and 
discourses of the female body, but also at the material body as a site for political struggle, both 
utilized by FEMEN and Muslim women.   
The Study of Representation 
 The study of representation is one of much importance in academia concerning cultural 
processes, as it studies how we produce meaning through the process of representation. Stuart Hall, 
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one of the main figures in Cultural Studies, wrote a very simplified and interesting essay, called 
“The Work of Representation” in 1997, in which he explains the process step by step. 
 In this essay he argues that representation is everywhere, as it is “(...) an essential part of the 
process by which meaning is produced and exchanged between members of a culture.” (Hall, 
1997:15) Therefore, one cannot really say that representation is bad, or good for that matter, 
because everything is in some way a representation. Representation is, one the one hand, the direct 
association of something that we see to a picture of it that we have in our mind, which he calls 
concept. An example of this is seeing a picture of a human being, which we recognize because we 
have seen it before, and we associate and identify it in connection with the already existing picture 
or concept in our mind. On the other hand, that is not all we see, because it is not only a picture of 
‘something’. We associate meaning to this ‘something’, ideas, emotions, etc. There are a whole set 
of meanings surrounding everything we see and identify (ibid:16). A good example of this is the one 
presented by Hall in his text, namely the Christian cross. He argues that this cross one doesn’t just 
identify as two pieces of wood attached to each other, “(...) but it takes on, symbolizes or comes to 
stand for a wider set of meanings about the crucifixion of the Son of God, and this is a concept we 
can put into words and pictures” (ibid:16). This process is of vital importance for the 
communication between people. Being brought up in a specific culture, one learns, from the 
moment one is born, a conceptual map by which one is able to identify different objects. 
  
 Concepts are not individual pictures and ideas in our heads, but they are all interconnected, 
and as such form a system, or a conceptual map. This system works, for example, in terms of 
similarity and difference, which means that things can be identified through comparison and 
contrast. The way in which we relate different concepts forms a system which differs from culture 
to culture, which is why misunderstandings so easily rise between different cultures (Hall, 1997:18). 
It is important to be aware of the fact that we do not think of, for example, a glass, but we think of 
the concept of a glass. This means that when we think of an object, real or imaginary, we can only 
think of the concept, and how it is related to other concepts, which helps us recognize it. This is the 
first system or process of representation, namely the connection between objects, people, ideas, etc. 
and the conceptual maps in our minds (ibid:17). The next step is important in order to be able to 
communicate with other members of one’s culture, namely the representation of these concepts 
through a shared language. With language Hall means not only spoken or written language, but it 
includes all kinds of signs. This means that also pictures, drawings, spoken sounds, written words, 
 19
are all signs which we use in order to express meaning (ibid:18). Through these two processes, first 
the construction of a conceptual map in order to represent things, ideas, people, etc. in our minds, 
and secondly through the assigning of signs to these concepts, we construct and represent the world 
in a specific and meaningful way. This way of representing the world can change from culture to 
culture, as the conceptual maps and the meaning-making processes are different, and also the shared 
language through which these are communicated. In a simple way: “ The relation between ‘things’, 
concepts and signs lies at the heart of the production of meaning in language. The process which 
links these three elements together is what we call ‘representation’” (ibid:19). 
  
 It is of relevance to delve a little bit into how language works as a way of transmitting a 
concept and its meaning. As Hall argues, with visual signs it is a rather simple process, as the form 
of those signs resemble the “thing” they represent, although we still need to own in part a 
conceptual map that allows us to interpret it in the right way. These signs are called iconic signs, 
while other signs, such as written or spoken, are called indexical. These signs do not resemble the 
object they are representing, and do not bear any inherent connection to them. Therefore, they are 
regarded as arbitrary (Hall, 1997:21). This means that at some point, it has been decided that a 
specific word, specific letters, or specific sounds should stand for a specific object. The fact that the 
connection between an object and the word or sound that represents it seems natural is the result of 
many centuries of using that language. After a longer period of time, they are naturalized. The way 
in which these conceptual maps are attached to specific signs are governed by what Hall calls 
“codes”, which also determine how concepts are translated between different languages (Hall, 
1997:21). Depending on the code, different signs are used to represent concepts, and these codes 
have also been fixed socially. 
  
 The learning of these codes is vital in order to be able to belong to a culture. Children “(...) 
learn the system and conventions of representation, the codes of their language and culture, which 
equip them with cultural ‘know-how’ enabling them to function as culturally competent 
subjects” (Hall, 1997:22). Therefore it is a process and something one has to learn, not something 
one is born with. Nonetheless, even though it is necessary to learn how to convey meaning through 
language, it will never be possible to fix a meaning entirely. The way in which we refer to things 
changes, influenced by context and time (ibid:24). 
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 Within the study of representation, as Hall explains, “the main point is that meaning does 
not inhere in things, in the world. It is constructed, produced. It is the result of a signifying practice 
- a practice that produces meaning, that makes things mean” (Hall, 1997:24). This is the main point 
which the constructionist or constructivist approach highlights when trying to understand how 
meaning is produced. It insists on the fact that there is a difference between the material world, and 
the systems one uses to represent it meaningfully (Hall, 1997:25). One constructs and adheres 
meaning to the material world, and represents it through language (ibid:25). As Hall writes, “there is 
thus no single, unchanging, universal ‘true meaning’” (ibid:32). Therefore, meaning in general is 
very dependent on the act of interpretation, on how each person decides to ‘read’ a sign. Another 
important fact is that, even though meaning is not fixed, it always carries older meanings with it. 
Through time, meanings change, signs are attached to new meanings, but they are very difficult, if 
not impossible, to be cleansed from older meanings (ibid:33).  
  
 Nevertheless, according to Hall, the focus on language alone and its connection to meaning 
is not very reflective of culture, as within a culture, “(...) meaning often depends on larger units of 
analysis - narratives, statements, groups of images, whole discourses which operate across a variety 
of texts, areas of knowledge about a subject which acquired widespread authority” (Hall, 1997:42). 
Here he turns to Foucault, who, instead of just focusing on language, looked at the production of 
knowledge, not just meaning, through discourse. He shifted his analysis towards the subject, and its 
understanding and construction of the surrounding social world (ibid:43). 
  
Discourses, Knowledge, Power and the Body 
 French thinker Michel Foucault’s project has been largely based upon the idea that truth is 
an effect of power and the work of discourses, rather than being absolute or essential. These 
conceptions have required a re-conceptualization of the ideas of power and how it operates within 
everyday relations between individuals, as well as institutions (Mills, 2003:33). Foucault insists on 
the importance and influence of the historical context in which meaning, and therefore knowledge, 
is produced. Discourse is the way one talks about a topic, it is “(...) a group of statements which 
provide a language (...)” with which one represents this topic, and in exchange constructs it (Hall, 
1997:44). This means that through discourse a particular knowledge at a particular time is produced, 
and this knowledge in turn shapes the conducts of people. Therefore, “(...) all practices have a 
discursive aspect” (ibid 44). 
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 All of this trickles down to one of the most central statements Foucault made, which says 
that “(...) nothing which is meaningful exists outside discourse (...)” (ibid:44). According to Hall, 
this does not mean that Foucault does not believe in the existence of the material world. He mainly 
insists on the fact that objects of knowledge are produced by discourses, therefore there is no 
meaning outside of it. An object might be real, but it is only meaningful to us through discourses, 
which influence and shape the individual, through the creation of knowledge, conducts and 
practices (ibid:45). Foucault focuses on the connection between knowledge and power, and how 
ideas of knowledge are always connected to relations of power, as it plays an important part in “(...) 
the regulation of social conduct in practice” (ibid:47). According to him, knowledge always has to 
be regarded as a form of power, as it “(...) has the power to make itself true” (ibid:49). Power is here 
understood, not as repression of the powerless by the powerful, but rather as a strategy which is 
performed and is in that sense productive (Mills, 2003:33). 
 Michel Foucault asserts that power can be understood in terms of its relational nature, a 
relationship which is perpetuated through modes of conducts that act upon the individual’s actions 
(Foucault, 1982:789). For him, “(...) power is everywhere, not because it embraces everything, but 
because it comes from everywhere” (Foucault quoted in Allen, 2014). We are thus, constantly 
submitted to relations of power which regulate our actions, as well as shape our identities and 
subjectivities. Within this project the discourses through which FEMEN establishes itself will be 
analyzed. Furthermore, we will study the relations of power that are produced through its discourses 
and how these relate to Muslim women, while also looking at how all of this relates to different 
perspectives around the female body. 
  
 Foucault adds to the equation regarding power, discourses and knowledge the idea of the 
body, as in a modern society bodies are the one’s affected by the presence of regulations regarding 
social conduct (Hall, 1997:48).  In Feminism, Western culture and the Body,  Susan Bordo states 
that “(…) culture’s grip on the body is a constant, intimate fact of everyday life” (Bordo, n.d.:11). 
Following this perspective, the body is seen “(…) as the focal point for struggles over the shape of 
power” (ibid:10). In fact, the definition and shaping of the body is essential to the establishment of 
social roles (ibid). The body carries meanings signaling one’s specific features, as well as one’s 
participation in certain social groupings. Moreover, Foucault’s conception of the body allows to see 
how it has been historically disciplined (ibid). The body is seen as something which is regulated 
through norms, prescribed by society within dominant discourses (ibid). The focus lies upon the 
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power relations that work through disciplinary practices, which are applied to the female body. It is 
important to notice that “(...) power works, here, not through physical coercion, but through 
individuals policing their own bodies into compliance with social norms” (ibid:16). Discourses, 
established within power relations, homogenized images that normalize models upon which the self 
is continually measuring, judging, disciplining and correcting the body (ibid:15). Within this 
conception of the role of culture in the body, the body comes to be seen as an instrument of power 
and a site of struggle. 
  
 In Islamic societies, the female body is “a site of struggle” between the advocates and 
adversaries of modernity, and it is used as a tool for anti-imperial political forces (Moghissi, 
1999:20). The female body is a symbol of communal dignity. However, within these societies, 
women have been perceived as being weak in moral judgment and it is this susceptibility of women 
to corruption that fuels the Islamic obsession with sexual purity and justifies, according to 
Moghissi, the vigilance of women from part of their family, state or community (ibid). Thus, 
women’s bodies becomes a legal property of the Islamic state. The existence of the idea that women 
possess seductive powers can put the Muslim social order at risk, together with the different 
interpretations of the Qur’an and the divergent legal traditions, have not helped when it comes to 
redefining women’s status and legal rights over their bodies in Islamic societies (ibid:21). Some 
interpretations of the Qur’an by some Muslim men allows them to manage their women’s affairs 
and requires women to be obedient and to save their private parts to their husbands. Meanwhile, 
some Islamic societies have incorporated family laws which assert that women’s purpose is to serve 
their men, sexually and emotionally, and if a wife refuse to do so, she is to be punished (ibid:22). 
All these laws and legal practices are the result of the idea that female sexuality has to be restricted 
and feared for the good of the community (ibid:28). 
  
 Whereas the female body can be seen as a site of struggle in one context, it can take the 
shape of a political tool for resistance in another. In The History of Sexuality (1978) Michel 
Foucault states “(...) where there is power there is resistance” (Foucault quoted in Mills, 2003:40). 
As the body is inscribed and regulated through different relations of power, and is an instrument of 
it, the body can then also become an object of resistance. In fact, for Foucault, an important aspect 
when defining power as mode of action upon the conducts of other is that of freedom (Foucault, 
1982: 790). Power can only be exercised upon free subjects. By this it is meant that individuals are 
faced within the relations of power with “(…) a field of possibilities in which several ways of 
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behaving, several reactions and diverse comportements, may be realized” (ibid:790). Power 
relations are not always the same, they are always creating and pawing new forms of culture and 
subjectivities and thus they bear within them opportunities for transformation (Bordo, n.d.:17). 
Following these ideas if one considers the female body as being unsettled by nature and history, 
then it can be perhaps transcendent and recreated anew by feminism (ibid:23). Within FEMEN, the 
body is considered as a political tool of resistance and key in the fight for liberation of women The 
female body as an instrument of power becomes thus, through re-formulation of its status, the best 
way to resist against the forms of power that have regulated it and disciplined it, as well as 
subordinate women within society. 
  
 Throughout time, different perspectives and accounts of the body have been created. Within 
feminist theory, the study of the female body has been essential to understanding the role of women. 
The body has taken the shape of a site of struggle or that of a political tool for resistance and 
liberation. A historical overview has been conducted in order to explore this progression, as well as 
to understand how the body can be analyzed as an object of study. An examination of the ideas 
regarding representations and discourses explored by Michel Foucault and Stuart Hall helps 
understand how the images and discourses of the female body have been produced and how the 
body can be seen as an instrument of power. Moreover the study of representation and discourses 
offer a way to grasp how FEMEN represents itself and other women, and thus how these 
representations and conceptions of the category of women can lead to an unequal division of power 
among them.  
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Methods 
 In the following chapter our methodological framework will be introduced. Moreover, a 
reflection upon the different choices of theory, our two cases of study and the resources chosen to 
conduct our research will be presented. 
  
 With the aim to explore the presented problem formulation, two different cases have been 
chosen to exemplify the challenges of feminism. These are FEMEN and the Islamic feminist 
movement. The reason why these cases are relevant is because they seem to be facing each other in 
a very controversial way. FEMEN, on the one hand, believes in the existence of a universal 
sisterhood, where women share common struggles and need to fight against patriarchy, which is the 
common enemy. On the other hand, Islamic feminists reject the idea of women having the same 
problems all around the world, because women face different struggles depending on their cultural, 
social, ethnic, racial or economic background. In order to understand the reasoning and origin of 
these two movements, it has been necessary to present a historical background. The historical 
background consisted of a revision of both western and Islamic feminism. 
  It is important to acknowledged that the choices of our cases of study are not unproblematic. 
Islamic feminism is a phenomenon that has been widely discussed since its emergence. It is a 
complicated phenomenon to describe because of the different ways of conceptualizing feminism 
and Islam. Broadly speaking, labeled as ‘Islamic feminists’ are those who focus on the process of 
unmasking the principles of gender equality and wider issues of social justice, found in the Qur’an, 
from the confines of patriarchal traditions (Tampere Peace Research Institute, 2008:9-10). However, 
some scholars working within the field are still critical of being labelled as feminist, owing to the 
believe that it is an ethnocentric and racist phenomenon. This is the case of Professor of 
International Politics Asma Barlas, who resists to being called an Islamic feminist because she 
thinks that the notion and practices of feminism do not represent non-western women (ibid:10). 
 In order to answer our problem statement, our analysis has been structured around three 
questions, which work as a guide. Firstly, how can FEMEN’s representations of the struggle of 
women be seen as a homogenizing practice? Secondly, how are FEMEN’s discourses about the 
female body excluding other groups who do not share the same ideals? And thirdly, how is the 
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representation of “oppressed” Muslim women by FEMEN reinforcing assumptions regarding the 
image of Islam and its followers? Our analysis will be supported by Stuart Hall’s theories on 
representation and Michel Foucault’s ideas on power and discourses, as well as how these can be 
utilized for the study of the politics of the body, more specifically the female body. Moreover, a 
historical background of the conceptions of the body within feminist theory has been offered, in 
order to understand how the conception of the female body as the first tool against patriarchy has 
been established by FEMEN and as a site of struggle within Islamic feminism.  
 The use of the study of representation, and the explanation of its processes, provides the 
analysis with the ability to identify processes of meaning making of FEMEN’s representation of 
itself and of Islamic societies. As Stuart Hall argues, everything is in some way a representation, 
and communication is dependent on a process of interpretation. Therefore, the understanding of the 
process of representation is also important in the analysis of the discourses surrounding FEMEN, as 
through this lens one can understand how FEMEN’s image and the image of Muslim women is 
constructed. Through the scrutiny of this process, one can question and criticise how these images 
are created, and on which ideals they are built. Therefore, in the following analysis, different quotes 
from, on the one hand, FEMEN itself, and on the other, Islamic feminists, will be presented and 
taken apart. The aim of this is to point to the specific stage at which a specific meaning is created, 
that can have a generalizing nature, and how it is staged as a symbol of either freedom or 
oppression. 
 These representations are formulated through discourses, which in themselves are shaped by 
its context. The different statements and narratives surrounding FEMEN make up a discourse which 
we argue is characterised by a specific view, which in turn is shaped by a historical and social 
context. This context and some of the existing worldviews are mirrored in these discourses. In the 
case of FEMEN, analyzing the surrounding discourses is studying the production of knowledge 
regarding western feminism and their concept of  Muslim women, and how these in turn are 
positioned in a relation of power. 
 In his analysis, Foucault argues that power “(...) is not simply a relationship between 
partners, individual or collective; it is a way in which certain actions modify others.” (Foucault, 
1982:788). Power is not seen as something belonging to someone, but rather as a strategy which is 
performed (Mills, 2003:35). Within this perspective, individuals are seen not as recipients of power, 
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but rather as the place where it is “(…) enacted and the place where it is resisted” (ibid). Knowledge 
and truth legitimize and authorize the workings of power, as they are products of it. In The Subject 
and Power (1982), Foucault lays down certain prerequisites for the analysis of power relations. 
Firstly, a system of differentiation is put in place, which acts as the conditions and results of power. 
Differentiation is here understood as differences among individuals, not only determined by law and 
traditions, but processes of cultural differences as well. Secondly, the analysis of power relations 
requires an analysis of the types of goals that are pursued by those who act upon the actions of 
others (Foucault, 1982:790). It is argued in this project that FEMEN and Muslim women form a 
power relation, and an understanding of the presence of a system of differentiation within this 
power relation is required. Also, it is important to identify the objectives established within this 
relation, such as FEMEN’s claims of “saving” Muslim women. These elements will be examined in 
our analysis, in order to understand how FEMEN’s assumptions of a universal category of women 
can lead to an unequal division of power among different woman. 
 Foucault offers an idea of how the body has been disciplined over time through power by 
the establishment of models upon which individuals correct their own body and police it into 
compliance with social forms. While these visions upon power effects on the body can transform it 
into a site of struggle, they can as well transform it into a political tool for liberation and resistance. 
It is important to note that “(…) given the differences that race, class, gender, ethnicity, and so forth 
make to the determination of meaning, ‘reading’ bodies becomes an extremely complex 
business” (Bordo, n.d. 15). Nevertheless, it is important to note that Foucault’s vision of power is 
not uncontested. It has been criticized by feminist theorist for failing to notice how disciplinary 
practices are gendered, and as such “(…) women’s bodies are rendered more docile than the bodies 
of men” (Kohn, 2014). Moreover, the model presented by Foucault, through which individuals 
themselves police their own bodies into compliance, is criticized as it fails to acknowledge how 
some women are “(...) actually compelled into submission by means of physical force, economic 
coercion, or emotional manipulation” (ibid). 
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Reflections on methodology  
 Throughout this project, qualitative research methods will be applied. The focus is on 
processes and meaning making because of the interpretive nature of qualitative methods. These 
methods are mainly used when studying human interactions and social systems because of their 
trans-disciplinary character, which calls for a variety of approaches when analyzing a case (Flick, 
2009:14). Working with qualitative research methods also has its limitations. One of the main 
concerns when using them is the problem of validity, as this approach has a tendency to being more 
subjective (Flick,2009:387-388). 
 To carry on this enquiry, different sources of knowledge have been used. Some of these 
sources have been found on the internet in the form of newspaper articles, online journals or essays. 
Nowadays, the internet has become one of the handiest sources of information, thanks to it offering 
a wide range of documentation (Flick, 2009:276-279). Moreover, the fact that FEMEN is a 
relatively recent phenomenon, makes it difficult to find any information about it outside the 
internet. FEMEN itself uses the internet as a communication channel. Of course, it is always 
necessary to be critical with these sources. This is so because of that everybody has access to 
publish on the internet, but also because no matter what kind of knowledge source one uses, one 
needs to be aware that every text has been produced within the boundaries of time and spaces and, 
therefore, are always culturally or politically charged. 
  
 With the aim of being critical with our own position when writing this project, we have tried 
to incorporate theorists and scholars that do not come from a western background. Examples of 
these scholars are Margot Badran or Homa Hoodfar, who study the Islamic feminist movement. The 
reason why we chose to incorporate women who know about the struggle in question, is so we can 
explore both sides of the same case, comparing the arguments of each movement, these being 
FEMEN and Islamic feminism. Also, in order to challenge some of our own assumptions 
surrounding the topic, it has been important to include works that have been produced outside of a 
western framework. Other theorists used in the production of our analysis belong to either the 
scholarship of Gender or Cultural studies, or to International Politics and Postcolonial studies. 
Examples of these are feminist theorist Simone de Beauvoir, cultural theorist and sociologist Stuart 
Hall and postcolonial and transnational feminist Chandra Mohanty. These scholars have contributed 
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to a background understanding of the theories explored through the project, which are, among other, 
theories of representation, theories surrounding the importance of the body for the feminist struggle, 
or the consequences of western feminism talking on behalf of all women. 
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Analysis 
  
 In the following section, the analysis of this enquiry will be presented, where it is aimed to 
answer the following three questions. First, the possibility of FEMEN’s representation of the 
struggle of women aiming to homogenize feminist practices will be explored. This is of relevance 
because of the believe that FEMEN, as other eurocentric movements, is talking on behalf of all 
women, without taking into account the diversity of their struggles. Second, the aim is to investigate 
FEMEN’s discourses about the female body to see whether it is excluding or marginalizing women 
who do not share the same idea about the body as a liberation tool. To do so, the meaning and 
importance of women’s bodies in an Islamic context will be explored, in order to understand the 
differences of body representation according to two different cultural backgrounds. Thirdly, it will 
be investigated if FEMEN’s representation of Muslim women as “oppressed” is reinforcing or 
supporting the western assumptions about Islam. This last point will depart from the premise that 
FEMEN holds on to a stereotypical imagery of the Islamic community and therefore, reinforcing 
existing images based on these stereotypes. 
  
Branding Feminism: An Analysis of FEMEN’s Homogenizing Practices 
 Regarding the first question, postcolonial and transnational feminist theorist Chandra T. 
Mohanty has some useful insights regarding the universalizing nature of western feminist 
movements. She argues in her text Under Western Eyes: Feminist Scholarship and Colonial 
Discourses (1988), that white women’s movements have appropriated the experiences and struggles 
of non-western women (Mohanty, 1988:333). Through colonization processes, “(...)which implies a 
relation of structural domination and a suppression of the heterogeneity of the subject(s) in 
question” (ibid), there has been an appropriation of the assumptions and representation about non-
western women. This appropriation has happened through the discursive practices of feminism, 
categorizing non-western women as ‘powerless’ or ‘victims of male violence’, placing them within 
the same patriarchal oppression (ibid:337-338). This have homogenized non-western women’s 
struggles under the same characteristics of western women struggles. By erasing the differences 
among women, they implicitly support the relations of power established during the times of 
colonization (ibid:335). This is so because categorizing all women as a constituent and 
homogenized group implies a notion of sexual difference or even patriarchy that can be applied 
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universally (ibid:336-337). However, western women are still represented as the educated and 
modern ones, as the ones who are in control of their own bodies and decisions (ibid:337).  
  
 Professor of Sociology and Women’s Studies Haideh Moghissi asserts in her book Feminism 
and Islamic Fundamentalism: The Limits of Postmodern Analysis (1999), that there has been a 
western interiorizing gaze, existing from the time of colonization, that relates hostile cultural 
practices towards women to Islam (Moghissi, 1999:13). Reprobative accounts of Muslim men as 
enslavers of women, is rife within European literature, and Muslim women’s imagined domesticity, 
purity and chastity have been understood as a proof of the sexual slavery that they have been 
subjected to (ibid:14-15). This idea of Islam allowing for hostile gender practices towards women, 
together with “(...) a continuing indulgence of the signifier of female enslavement (the harem, the 
veil, polygamy)” (ibid:16), reinforced the assumption of Muslim women being oppressed by 
Muslim men (ibid). Thus, disciplining and restraining female sexuality could be seen as an Islamic 
rule for social order and continuity of the Islamic culture (ibid: 20). 
 With the following examples, one can see how the veiling is being represented as a 
mechanism working in favor of patriarchy. FEMEN seems to hold on to this imagery of oppressed 
Muslim women. By doing this, they are reproducing the dominant representations of non-western 
women’s struggle, which at the same time is helping to support the power relation in which western 
feminist movements are placed in a privileged position. An example comes from one of FEMEN’s 
main figures Inna Shevchenko, who stated in an interview with The Guardian in November 2013 
that, even though she is in favour of all types of feminisms, she rejects the concept of Islamic 
feminism. She says: “I will never have a discussion about Muslim feminism because it doesn't exist. 
It cannot exist. It's oxymoronic” (Decca, 2013). From the position of FEMEN, it is impossible for 
religion and feminism to work together. The rejection of Islamic feminism as a valid movement 
implicitly places FEMEN’s ‘version’ of feminism in a privileged position, at least in the eyes of its 
members. Shevchenko goes on stating that “It's Islam, clearly, saying women must be covered for 
their dignity. I mean come on. Once any monotheistic religion is starting, feminism is finished. You 
can forget about women's rights or human rights in general” (Decca, 2013). Based on these 
statements, it is possible to accuse FEMEN of representing Muslim women and their “struggles” in 
their own terms.These statements by FEMEN can be understood as reinforcing the 
(mis)representation of Muslim women in the West and their own position as more advanced or more 
modern. Moreover, by referring to human rights and women’s rights as something general and 
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dismissing their coexistence with Islam, FEMEN can also be said to implicitly define these rights 
within their own framework. 
 Meanwhile, Islamic feminists try to demonstrate that they share some common concerns and 
goals with western feminists, but that they need to work on them inside the boundaries of their own 
culture (Badran, 2002). Both Islamic feminists and FEMEN depart from the affirmation of gender 
equality. However, while FEMEN perceive religion as a mechanism that supports patriarchy, 
Islamic feminism focuses on the re-reading of the Qur’an, in order to work on feminism within a 
Muslim framework. These women argue that in the Qur’an it says that “(...) ontologically, all 
human beings are equal, they are only distinguished among themselves on the basis of their rightful 
practice or implementation of the fundamental Qur'anic principle of justice” (Badran, 2002). 
Following this argumentation, it is wrong to say that Islamic feminism is an oxymoronic concept, 
since it does not seem that there is a contradiction between being a Muslim and a feminist. Of 
course, this only works if one departs from the premise that feminism is “(...) an awareness of 
constraints placed upon women because of gender, a rejection of such limitations placed on women, 
and efforts to construct and implement a more equitable gender system” (Badran, 2002). 
However, what one can extract from FEMEN’s statements is a total refusal to think of the 
possibility of feminism within the framework of Islam, and therefore a total rejection of Muslim 
women’s culture and religion. Instead of trying to understand the context in which these women act, 
and try to understand their concept of freedom, they impose their own ideals. This results in a 
categorization of Muslim women, in general, as oppressed, because of the cultural system in which 
they find themselves situated within.  
 Consequently, it makes sense to talk about the homogenizing characteristic of FEMEN’s 
representation of non-western women’s struggles, since FEMEN takes upon itself the “mission” of 
saving all Muslim women, and therefore undermining their capacity to speak up and represent 
themselves. An example of this is a quote used in an article found in the online publication ‘Al-
Akhbar English’,  a journalistic endeavour to report affairs of the region of the Middle East and 
North Africa by journalists of the region, while upholding the “(...) principles of anti-imperialist 
struggle, progressive politics, and freedom of expression” (Al-Akhbar, n.d.). 
 In the article Femen: You're Doing it Wrong, by Paola Salwan Daher & Joseph Daher, 
FEMEN is quoted as stating this of Muslim women: “They say they are against Femen, but we still 
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say we are here for them. They write on their posters that they don't need liberation but in their eyes 
it's written 'help me’” (Daher & Daher, 2013). This quote clearly illustrates FEMEN’s tendency to 
silence any voice from the region. According to Daher & Daher, this demonstrates one of the main 
issues with FEMEN, which is the imposing of “(...) their own essentialist and paternalistic brand of 
feminism” (ibid). Thus, as Daher & Daher conclude: “If FEMEN were truly promoting solidarity, 
they'd let women in the region speak for themselves. What they're doing, however, is imposing their 
brand of feminism” (Daher & Daher, 2013).              
Colonizing Concepts: An Analysis of the Representation and Discourses of the 
Female Body 
 In order to answer the question of FEMEN’s arguably exclusivist practices, namely using 
nudity as a liberating mechanism, it is necessary to take into account what is meant by oppression in 
FEMEN’s terms. It is possible to say that the western critique of the Islamic community and its 
practices has established a dominant misunderstanding in the definition of Muslim women’s 
oppression and the veil. Professor Homa Hoodfar argues in her text The Veil in Their Minds and On 
Our Heads: The Persistence of Colonial images of Muslim Women (1993) that it is a frustrating task 
for Muslim women to fight the many assumptions about them that are based on the racism and 
biases of the colonial powers without defending or refuting the gender barriers that Muslim women 
face (Hoodfar, 1993:5). These assumptions have, since the 19th century, symbolized Muslim 
inferiority in front of the West and related the veil with ignorance and subordination (ibid). In 
Muslim societies, however, the meanings and functions of the veil have changed, especially during 
the last century, from a symbol of social status to a religious symbol but also to tool against western 
subordination (ibid).  
 Meanwhile its representation in the West has remained stable and unchanging (Hoodfar, 
1993:5). Stuart Hall attributes this to the fact that, even though meanings cannot be fixed, even 
though it changes through different context and time, some small residues stay. These old meanings 
are very difficult to detach from concepts and language, and they do so at different speeds 
depending on the context (Hall, 1997:33). Therefore it is to some extent unavoidable that some 
people interpret some signs differently from what another person might have intended to say. It 
could be argued that FEMEN has a specific concept regarding Muslim women and veiling, which 
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has its origins many centuries ago. These ideas are still present today, even though different 
knowledge regarding those concepts might easily be accessible. Together, old  and new meanings 
about Muslim women make those who are not familiar with the culture and situation rely upon a 
stereotypical representation that does not reflect the actual situation. 
 As explained in the theory section, FEMEN perceives the woman's body as a liberation tool. 
This perception about the body is based on an understanding of female freedom that can be traced 
back to the second wave of feminism. The importance of the body in western feminist movements 
is exposed in FEMEN’s manifesto, where they state that “all functions of the female body are 
harshly controlled and regulated by patriarchy. Separated from the woman, her body is an object to 
monstrous patriarchal exploitation (...)” (FEMEN, n.d.). This idea is related to Simone de 
Beauvoir’s account on female bodies seen as objects that are lived for men’s gaze, and this is what 
FEMEN is reacting to and resisting. From this perspective, veiling could be seen as an example of 
the patriarchal gaze over Muslim woman’s body, and this as the key to their oppression (Moghissi, 
1999:20). The sextremist group states that “female nudity, free of patriarchal system, is a grave-
digger of the system, militant manifesto and sacral symbol of women’s liberation” (FEMEN, n.d.). 
Thus, FEMEN’s concept of the free woman is characterized by the right to control her own body, 
which is a right that Muslim women are represented as not possessing. In its manifesto, FEMEN 
clearly states that nudity is “sacred” and central for the liberation of a woman’s body (FEMEN, 
n.d.). In this way, FEMEN is using nudity as a symbol of freedom. Here, the fact that FEMEN’s 
members strip is of course not an act free of meaning. Through showing nakedness, they are 
resisting cultural conventions, and, according to them, performing control over their bodies. 
 This whole representation trickles down to the image of a feminist or a free woman as, 
basically, using nudity in public. This could be argued to be excluding those women who do not 
want to do that, for whatever reason, and undermining their representation of themselves and 
discrediting their opinion. Here it is important to mention that the view of the body according to 
Islam is not really of relevance, because whatever that view is, FEMEN is indirectly defining how 
this view universally should be. As argued in the theory section, both movements perceive the body 
as “a site for struggle.” Notwithstanding, they have divergent representations of it. While FEMEN 
sees the body as a tool for fighting patriarchy, some Muslim women use it as a tool for anti-imperial 
political forces (Moghissi, 1999:20). 
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 Following Michel Foucault’s perspective, discourses are conceived as language in action, as 
they regulate and influence our actions and thoughts. Through a discourse a particular knowledge is 
reproduced from which conducts and practices are derived. Knowledge is regarded as a form of 
power, as it is reflecting upon a relationship of power. A relationship by which we adhere values to 
things and therefore produce a system of differentiation in order to shape our understanding of the 
time, place or people (Foucault, 1982: 790). This is possible since discourse shapes our capacity to 
distinguish what is true from what is the false, the right and the wrong, and so on. The discourses 
FEMEN have about women, as well as the female body, are derived from a specific production of 
knowledge, which adheres to them a truth value.  At the center of their discourses is the idea of an 
ideal type of women that needs to be preserved, one that is built within a system of differentiation, 
adhering values to certain images over another. Following this train of thought, one can say that 
FEMEN represents, through their discourse, the naked body as the symbol for freedom, and through 
that produces the knowledge stating that those who use nudity as a liberation tool, in public, are 
free, those who do nor are not.  
 Another insight can be presented here through the lenses of Stuart Hall. He, as has been 
presented in the theory section, introduces the idea of the conceptual map. This conceptual map, 
fixed to language by a code, is vital in the process of communication, as it is through the knowledge 
of this map that one is able to communicate with the members of one’s culture. As argued, this 
conceptual map is learnt from the moment one is born, and is specific of a culture. However, 
because meaning is arbitrary, it is different from culture to culture, and can therefore easily lead to 
misunderstandings (Hall, 1997:17). Here there might be an explanation to the argued 
misunderstandings examined in this project. FEMEN members comes from a very different 
background than Muslim women, and therefore they do not share a conceptual map. This means 
that FEMEN probably has a different concept of the female body than most Muslim women, and 
they can therefore not really understand each other’s point of view. However, the fact that FEMEN 
is assuming, or one might even say colonizing, Muslim women’s concept of the body, can lead to 
divisions and marginalising, instead of creating the worldwide sisterhood they aim to achieve.  
Reinforcing Difference: An Analysis of FEMEN’s Idea of Oppression 
 It is of relevance to take into account this misunderstanding or misrepresentation of Muslim 
women’s situation that is being spread by western feminist discourse. It is necessary to look at the 
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western feminist slogans about saving the ‘oppressed women’ through critical lenses. For instance, 
through slogans such as “Muslim women, do not obey the Sharia! Come, undress and 
win” (FEMEN, n.d.), FEMEN seem to believe that the oppression of Muslim women will not come 
to an end before they assume the freedom and control over their bodies through the taking off of the 
veil, among other things. As mentioned earlier, this belief might have consequences in the way that 
FEMEN understands Muslim women and the use of the veil. As Homa Hoodfar accounts, the veil 
does not come from the Qur’an (Hoodfar, 1993:6). However, Muslims have justified the use of the 
veil in the name of Islam and that is also the idea prevailing in FEMEN discourse (ibid). This 
misinterpretations about the veil and veiled women have several consequences, both for Muslim 
and non-Muslim women. Most of the images of the Muslim women continue to be a mechanism by 
which western dominant cultures perpetuate the existing power relations (ibid:5). At the same time, 
this negative image of oppressed Muslim women can work in favor of western patriarchy, in the 
way that it can be used to appease the demands of western women since they are in a relatively 
good position (ibid). This persisting colonial and eurocentric representations has meant that Muslim 
communities are constantly struggling to maintain their cultural identities. The result of this 
situation is that Muslim women use the veil within their societies as a means to protect their identity 
(ibid:6).  
 The West’s overwhelming preoccupation with the veil in Muslim societies emerged during 
the early nineteenth century. Before that, travel accounts and observations seemed to show little 
interest in Muslim women or represented them as shameless beings, basing their arguments on their 
revealing clothes and movements (Hoodfar, 1993:7). The representation of Muslim men was 
reconstructed during the nineteenth century, where they went from being seen as just barbarians to 
being ‘uncivilized’ ignorant males that defined their masculinity through the mistreatment of 
women (ibid:8). The submission of Muslim women to the male mistreatment has been used as the 
basis for the definition of the Orient’s new imagery, that is still present in today’s representation of 
Muslim women as passive and docile This imagery has been spread through travel books, and 
eventually through historical or anthropological accounts of the region which has fueled the 
creation of a “commonsense” knowledge about Muslim women (ibid). This has led Islam to be the 
most targeted religion for its gender practices (Moghissi, 1999:13). Accusing Muslim men of being 
aggressive towards women and Muslim women of being submissive, does not help to demolish the 
existing stereotype about the gender inequality.  
 36
 The discussion of whether the Qur’an or Islam has something to do with women’s condition 
has been going on for years, and is still present today. Both secularists and Muslims defend that 
gender inequality in the region is the result of a gender-biased misreading of the Qur’an, since 
Qur’an never meant men to be superior to women (Moghissi, 1999:130).Hoodfar argues that this 
idea is fruit of the image-making that was spread through colonization (Hoodfar, 1993:6). Hoodfar 
also argues that the reasons for women’s unequal status in Islamic communities are external to 
Islamic institutions and practices. She blames modernity and the new trends that impose more 
gender-specific clothing. Also western literature on Muslim women, which has ignored the existing 
‘multiple reasons’ for the veil, and made the mistaken assumption of relating it to gender inequality 
(Hoodfar, 1993:8-9). 
 To exemplify this re-representation of stereotypical images regarding the Islamic culture, 
one can go back to a quote presented earlier in the analysis. In this quote, FEMEN stated this of 
Muslim women: “They say they are against Femen, but we still say we are here for them. They 
write on their posters that they don't need liberation but in their eyes it's written 'help me’” (Daher 
& Daher, 2013). The fact that they assume that Muslim women are actually asking for help, but 
unable to do so, is implying that there is someone there silencing them, which can be assumed to be 
the Muslim man. This statement is also suggesting a state of fear, which is hinting at something that 
was stated before, namely that the Muslim man’s identity is defined by a mistreatment towards 
women. This is reinforced by other statements, such as the one stating that “[Muslim men] shroud 
their women in black sacks of submissiveness and fear, and dread as they do the devil the moment 
women break free to light, peace, and freedom” (FEMEN, n.d.) , and by saying that Muslim men 
are “(...) waiting behind their wives with knives(...)” (Daher & Daher, 2013). 
 There are clear generalizing elements in these statements. Muslim men are here represented 
as violent and oppressive, so one can arguably say that FEMEN uses the Muslim man as another 
symbol of patriarchal oppression. In many Muslim societies, the vigilance of women is justified by 
their family, state or community (Moghissi, 1999: 20). Even though this can be attributed in many 
ways to the gender-biased readings of the Qur’an, it might not be the only factor. But the fact that 
FEMEN is blaming Islam, and fails to account other cultural and social factors is not helping to 
establish a neutral or positive about the Islamics communities. In fact, this is reinforcing pre-
conceived and stereotypical ideas regarding Muslim men, as, by using the word Muslim, FEMEN 
indirectly relates being a Muslim with an oppressive and aggressive identity. The intention of this 
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analysis is not to accuse FEMEN of deliberately trying to uphold power relations in favour of 
western interests. Nevertheless, with these examples, the way in which FEMEN narrates their 
actions and intentions - the discourses surrounding the movement- can arguably be seen as 
indirectly reinforcing the already existing stereotypes which categorizes people according to 
representations emerged in the past.  
Conclusion of the Analysis 
 As mentioned earlier, the aim of the analysis was to answer three questions that are believed 
to have importance for understanding the ways in which western feminist movements can be 
criticized. The conclusion of this analysis points to the fact that FEMEN has tried to appropriate 
Muslim women’s struggles, and talk on behalf of these women without being familiar with their 
background, and therefore base them upon stereotypes. It is possible thus to argue that FEMEN has 
presented tools against oppression, such as nudity, that do not work for every women in the world. 
It is important to make clear that, by definition, both FEMEN and Islamic feminists argue in favor 
of gender equality. However, the ways of expressing themselves, or the means for achieving an 
equal situation, might differ. The choice of ignoring different ways of achieving gender equality is 
undermining other voices trying to achieve the same goals, and therefore also rendering them 
unable to represent themselves and their struggles. This could be said to be patronising in itself, 
creating or supporting unequal relations of power.  
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Conclusion  
 To examine the effects of the application of universal theories to another context that the one 
they have been written in has been the general aim of this project. More specifically, the focus has 
been on the study of feminist movement FEMEN and their effort to mobilize Muslim women 
through the empowerment of their bodies in the fight for gender equality.  The aim of the project 
has been to study how FEMEN’s representation of a universal category of liberated woman can lead 
to unequal relations of power among women.  
 In  order to do so, a contextualization regarding the history of western feminism and the 
different waves that have characterize it has been offered. A small introduction dealing with the 
emergence and the shape that Islamic feminism has taken today, has also been presented. This has 
allow us to historicize and locate our case of studies. For the sake of clarity, some of the terms and 
concepts used in the project, as well an introduction to FEMEN and its actions, has been conducted. 
The theoretical framework of the project has been structured around Stuart Hall’s ideas regarding 
the study of representation, by which we have been able to identify the processes of meaning 
making of FEMEN’s representation of itself and of Islamic societies. Moreover, Michel Foucault 
and his notions regarding discourses, knowledge and power allowed us to understand how truth can 
be constructed and thus provided us with the means to question some of FEMEN’s statements. This 
has been accompanied by a study of the evolution within western feminism of  ideas regarding the 
female body. This has allowed to conceptualize how the female body has become a political tool for 
resistance and liberation in some cases, as well as a site of struggle. Though the project, reflections 
upon the choices regarding our case of studies, and how we have chosen to analyze them, has been 
offered. This has allowed us to reconsider how to structure our analysis, as well as how to position 
ourselves within the framework of this project.  
 From the beginning of our work with the project, an opposition has been clear between 
FEMEN and Islamic feminism. FEMEN states that human and women's rights cannot exist 
alongside religion, and thereby dismiss the existence of Islamic feminism, whereas Islamic feminist 
assert that there is no contradiction between Islam and feminism. They emphasize the importance of 
being able to formulate ‘their own’ feminism within an Islamic framework. This is presented as a 
way to avoid being placed within a homogenized category of women. The said contradiction arises 
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because of a gender specific interpretation of the Qur’an and Islam, and because of the perpetuated 
misrepresentations of Muslim women and men in western societies.  
 Our problem formulation presents the idea of there being a universal category of a liberated 
woman constructed by FEMEN through discourse, which is characterized by specific attributes. 
This image or concept, as has been examined in the analysis, depicts FEMEN’s ideal of woman as 
someone who has the right to control her own body, free of patriarchal oppression. Nudity is one of 
the main practices attributed to the free woman that wants to fight against gender inequality. When 
representing the Muslim woman, however, these characteristics are said to be non-existent. In order 
to be able to define Muslim women as oppressed, we argue that FEMEN attaches meaning to the 
veil and the Muslim man as indicators of patriarchal oppression, and are thus turned into symbols of 
it. In this way, all Muslim women are characterised as oppressed, and therefore in need of liberation 
in the terms of western feminism, more specifically FEMEN. This, we argue, is how FEMEN’s 
practices can be seen as homogenizing and exclusivist, as it, firstly, forces its tools for the fight 
against patriarchal oppression upon non-western women, and secondly does not deem these non-
western women’s voices as worth hearing.  
 As we have mentioned in the analysis, there has been an appropriation of the assumptions 
and representations about non-western women. In this particular project it is argued that FEMEN 
assumes that Muslim women are subjected to patriarchal oppression. Weather this is true or not, is 
not of relevance. What is important here is the fact that FEMEN believes in the existence of a 
singular universal patriarchy that oppresses all women under the same terms. Because of this belief, 
FEMEN states that there is a one and only way of fighting this common enemy, disregarding other 
options. The fact that FEMEN disregards these other means for fighting against gender inequality, 
can be argued to maintain the power relations existing among women, but also to enlarge the 
division that supports these power relations. Through the project, it is stated that these power 
relations are based upon the categorization of those groups that can be argued to be seen as inferior 
thanks to existing stereotypes. It has been argued that there has been a categorization of Muslim 
women, in general, as oppressed, due to certain interpretations of their culture. Following this line, 
it is possible to say that, instead of trying to understand the cultural framework in which these 
women act and live in, FEMEN has tried to impose their own ideals of freedom, or of how to 
achieve it, regardless of what Muslim women have to say about them. This in itself can be argued to 
be patronizing. Throughout the analysis, we have shifted our focus from Muslim women to a wider 
 40
perspective, as we argue that FEMEN takes some stereotypes, originated in the past, for granted, 
and by using them reinforces negative stereotypes regarding Muslim men and women, and Islam as 
a whole.  
 It is arguable that, as FEMEN, other feminist movements have taken the task to talk on 
behalf of all women, believing in their right and superior position to come with solutions to solve 
the problems of these women. This move has been based on the assumption that non-western 
women have indeed the same problems that western women, but that they cannot come with their 
own resolution. Feminism has made the mistake of assuming that gender is what binds all women 
together, without accounting other factors, such as the social, economic and cultural systems that 
women are subjected to. Thus, it has taken the task of initiating an homogenizing process, 
classifying all women under a single universal category. By doing so, feminist discourse has 
colonized other women’s struggles and has homogenized the life of all women. However, the 
practices of feminism are based upon power relations that support the assumption of western 
women being free and thus, superior, while non-western women have remained submissive and 
ignorant. Western theorists and movements have often fallen into the mistaken supposition that they 
have the answer to the worlds problems, ignoring the effects that their actions could have outside 
their own context, and feminisms is not an exception. The power relations emerged inside the united 
category of women can be said to indicate oppression from part of the western women, but also to 
support a patriarchal subordination, since if white women are being oppressed by white men, non-
western women might have to struggle with different kinds of oppressors. These different kinds 
could be said to be the norms of their own culture, the subordination in front of western women, and 
the patriarchal force of the West in general.  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